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between the two armies. The grey of early morning
yielded no more than the summits of the surrounding
hills, whose bases were enveloped by a thick fog. But
about ten o'clock the weather was sufficiently clear for
the Prussian attack to develop.
To the general astonishment the French line stood
firm, while its artillery played upon the Prussians with
good effect. They seemed on the verge of halting and
the French infantry, encouraged by this observation
and the fact that their guns were being well served,
summoned up a cry of 'Vive la nation!' At last the
Prussians halted, and turned back. On they came again
after a brief rally, only to break, this time in open retreat,
still under a steady fire.
Such was the epic of Valmy field, where the trifling
operations and casualties -were wholly out of proportion
to the moral effect. For it showed that France, despite
her threadbare Revolutionary garb, was capable of
applying the theories she had been called upon to
account for; and with that the fear of their imposition
passed into the European conscience.
At the time, however, it needed a poet to estimate the
spiritual meaning of -what, in the military sense, had
been a virtual fiasco. And luckily there was an onlooker
among the Prussians, drawn by the curiosity of his kind
to sample a cannonade, who thus voiced his impression:
'From this place, and from this day forth, commences
a new era in the world's history; and you can all say that
you were present at its birth/ The lonely interpreter of
that revelation was Goethe.
The period of Valmy also marks the emergence of
Michel Ney as a sub-lieutenant. And it was then usual
for the comrades of a soldier reaching commissioned
rank to shoot his knapsack to pieces, as a sign that it
was no longer part of his equipment.
Encouraged by this unexpected repulse of the in-
vaders Dumouriez swept into Belgium, "where on
November 6th Ney was present at -what may be called
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